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The Irony of Tenses in Nadine Gordimer'i 
C(The Conservationist" 
A N D R E VIOLA 
IN T H E T W E N T Y - S E V E N unnumbered sections of The Conser-
vationist, N a d i n e G o r d i m e r ' s narra t ive employs either the s imple 
past or the narra t ive present — a tense not used so consistently i n 
her other works. N o w this a l ternat ion of tenses cannot be g ra tu i -
tous if one considers the degree of artistic sophist ication of a nove l 
whose narrat ive complexit ies are already manifest i n the opening 
section. 
Pale freckled eggs. 
Swaying over the ruts to the gate of the third pasture, Sunday 
morning, the owner of the farm suddenly sees: a clutch of pale 
freckled eggs set out before a half-circle of chi ldren. Some are 
squatting; the one directly behind the eggs is cross-legged, like a 
vendor i n a market. There is pride of ownership i n that gr in 
lifted shyly to the farmer's gaze. T h e eggs are arranged like 
marbles, the other chi ldren crowd round but you can tell they are 
not allowed to touch unless the cross-legged one gives permission. 
T h e bare soles, the backsides of the children have flattened a nest 
i n the long dead grass for both eggs and children. 
T h e emblem on the car's bonnet, itself made i n the shape of a 
prismatic flash, scores his vision wi th a vertical-horizontal sword 
of dazzle. T h i s is the place at wh ich a ch i ld always appears, even 
if none has been i n sight, racing across the field to open the gate 
for the car. Bu t today the farmer puts on the brake, leaves the 
engine running and gets out . 1 
T h i s section begins w i t h a d isembodied, unat t r ibuted phrase, 
" P a l e freckled eggs," w h i c h makes the narra t ive point of view 
difficult to p inpoin t . Y e t the next sentence develops as a perfectly 
s tandard clause i n the t h i r d person narra t ive present, beginning 
w i t h adverbials of place a n d t ime fol lowed by subject, verb and 
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noun-phrase as complement . O n e w o u l d be tempted to consider 
that it originates i n an outside nar ra tor g iv ing objective i n fo rma-
t ion , indisputably l abe l l ing a character "the owner of the f a r m . " 
B u t this gives rise at once to a cont rad ic t ion w i t h i n the first pa ra -
g raph since the A f r i c a n c h i l d equal ly feels "p r ide of ownersh ip" 
as regards the eggs. T h e text, therefore, i n recording the existence 
of two subjective feelings of ownership, a lready introduces a con-
flict that represents a key issue i n the novel . T h e next pa rag raph 
impercept ib ly slips a l i t t le further into the farmer's consciousness. 
H e becomes the loca l izer for the scene, a n d his vis ion, scored by 
the Mercedes emblem ( " i n the shape of a pr ismat ic flash . . . a 
ver t ica l -hor izonta l sword of dazz le" ) is a severing, aggressive 
vis ion, brought to bear on su r round ing elements ( "ha l f -c i rc le , " 
"eggs," "nest") that resist those angular characteristics. M o r e o v e r 
even the designat ion "the fa rmer" corresponds to a subjective ver-
s ion that w i l l be considerably qual i f ied by the more objectively 
sounding beg inn ing of the next sect ion: " M e h r i n g was not a 
farmer . . . " ( 2 2 ) . Y e t , the first page of the novel does not read 
as inter ior monologue on account of the use of the t h i rd person 
a n d because the t h i rd pa ragraph begins w i t h " H e asks a question 
. . . , " as i f the nar ra tor were s tanding a l i t t le apart, unable to 
hear the words. T h e technique comes very close to free indirect 
style or to wha t A n n Banf ie ld calls "represented speech a n d 
thought , " 2 namely a t h i rd person style i n c l u d i n g marks of oral i ty 
a n d subjectivity, as i n this short extract : " T h e r e is no th ing for 
the farmer to do but fo l low. W h y should he go to look at a dead 
m a n near the r iver? H e cou ld just as w e l l telephone the police 
. . . " ( 1 3 ) . I n the question clause, one observes an invers ion a n d 
a question mark , but no inver ted commas or embedd ing fo rmula . 
T h e character is presented i n the t h i rd person but "just as w e l l " 
recalls wha t he w o u l d say i n direct speech. Those o ra l character-
istics recur throughout the section, w i t h the add i t ion of occasional 
contracted forms, dislocated constructions ( " H e . . . , this city 
s l icker ," [15]) a n d constant use of unfinished or verbless sen-
tences. 
It n o w appears, retrospectively, that the opening phrase " P a l e 
freckled eggs" must be a t t r ibuted to M e h r i n g , especially as it is 
later repeated, then elaborated u p o n w i t h personal overtones: " A 
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whole c lu tch of gu inea fowl eggs. E l even . Soon there w i l l be 
no th ing left. I n the country . T h e continent. T h e oceans, the sky" 
( 11 ) . G r a d u a l l y , the narrator 's voice can only be detected th rough 
an occasional w o r d be longing to a wri t ten register ( " h a r b o u r i n g , " 
" sycophancy" [ 12] ) o r w h e n i t gives a t ranslat ion in to Eng l i sh , as 
for example i n the phone-ca l l to the po l ice : " H e always talks the 
whi te man 's other language to officials; he is speaking i n A f r i -
kaans. — Lis t en , M e h r i n g here . . . " ( 1 7 ) . B u t apart f rom those 
l imi ted instances a subjective tone prevails, a l l the more so as the 
var ious aspects of the countryside are presented th rough the m e d i -
a t ion of M e h r i n g ' s five senses. I rony, however, prevents the text 
f rom being fundamenta l ly biased i n his favour. T h u s he is shown 
to be entirely w r o n g i n his surmises about the Af r i cans semaphor-
i n g his presence f rom the c o m p o u n d , about the ca lv ing cow, 
about the reasons for the pa ined look on Jacobus's face or for his 
p lead ing ( 1 2 ) . M o r e indirect ly , i n t ak ing no heed of the head-
man ' s w a r n i n g signals such as " n o " or "bu t , " M e h r i n g reveals 
himself a prisoner of his ready-made m o r a l i z i n g speech, comica l ly 
obsessed by the detai l of the eggs ("he has i n m i n d just exactly 
how to put i t " [ 12] ) , whereas Jacobus has m u c h more impor tan t 
matters to disclose to h i m . A t the end of the section M e h r i n g 
remains convinced that the p rob l em of the corpse has definitely 
been dealt w i t h , and , reassured by this "perfect Sunday m o r n i n g " 
( 1 9 ) , this "perfect a u t u m n day" ( 2 0 ) , he returns to the question 
of the eggs a n d of the c lear ing of the canker weed ( 2 0 ) . T h u s the 
first section clearly announces the significant in terplay that w i l l 
develop between the three aspects of t empora l i ty : represented 
thought i n the present tense throws into relief M e h r i n g ' s delibe-
rate investment i n f a r m matters as we l l as his w i l f u l disregard of 
the future: " S o o n there w i l l be no th ing left — N o good t h i n k i n g 
about i t ; pu t a stop to i t " ( 2 0 ) . A s for the past, here it m a i n l y 
records memories or anteriori ty, but i t w i l l appear f rom the 
second section that i t equal ly serves i n the episodes when M e h r i n g 
is cut off f rom the f a rm. 
M e h r i n g was not a farmer although there was farming blood 
somewhere, no doubt. M a n y well-off city men buy themselves 
farms at a certain stage in their careers — the losses are deductible 
from income tax and this fact coincides wi th something less tan-
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gible it's understood they can now afford to indulge : a hankering 
to make contact w i t h the land. It seems to be bred of making 
money i n industry. 
T h e first sentence of this second section, as has already been 
ment ioned, forms a m a r k e d contrast w i t h the preceding section : 
" M e h r i n g was not a farmer a l though there was f a r m i n g b lood 
somewhere, no doubt . " T h i s contrast should not be ascribed 
solely to the change i n verb tense, but also to the narra t ive style 
that sets the central character at some distance. Indeed numerous 
traces of oral i ty ("no doubt , " " a n y w a y , " "no one w o u l d be-
l i eve" ) a n d parentheses such as ("people remarked . . . " ) , ("they 
also s a i d " ) , ("they sa id" ) create the impression that this section, 
echoing conversations about the f a rm, considers M e h r i n g f rom 
another perspective, i n his relat ionship w i t h acquaintances a n d 
friends. I n other words it functions as a k i n d of summary , hence 
the use of the general present a n d of past tenses are rendered i tera-
tive by such later phrases as "every weekend" (second p a r a g r a p h ) , 
"sometimes at weekends" ( four th p a r a g r a p h ) , "sometimes . . . on 
weekdays" (fifth p a r a g r a p h ) . I ron ica l ly the later developments of 
the plot show that a l l the episodes referred to are already out-
dated. M e h r i n g w i l l become less a n d less social , visitors f rom the 
t o w n w i l l no longer come to the f a rm (apart f rom his son, once ) , 
a n d no p i cn ic par ty w i l l ever be he ld there. S u c h episodes w i l l 
on ly correspond to endless recollections i n M e h r i n g ' s s tream of 
consciousness. T h u s his former mistress A n t o n i a has already left 
South A f r i c a before the narrat ive begins, but she is very soon 
a l luded to i n relat ionship to the f a rm ( "someone w h o was w i t h 
h i m . . . " [22]) a n d afterwards, memories of her cont inuously 
break u p the surface of his present-tense thought. I n add i t i on the 
past tense appears i n a l l the sections dea l ing w i t h M e h r i n g away 
f rom the f a r m : a d inner w i t h friends i n t own ( I V ) , an episode 
on a p lane ( X V ) , the café scene w h e n he meets his friend's 
daughter ( X I X ) . 
T h e past tense i n section X X I V seems at first to be an excep-
t ion since i t presents M e h r i n g d r i v i n g to the fa rm. B u t a l though 
this type of immedia te s i tuat ion is elsewhere always conveyed 
th rough the narra t ive present, here the past tense can easily be 
justified since he cannot reach the f a rm on account of the flood. 
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Simi l a r ly , N a d i n e G o r d i m e r resorts to this tense i n a l l the sections 
showing the Af r i cans or the Indians a m o n g themselves ( V , V I I I , 
I X , X I I , X I V , X V I I , X X I I , X X I I I ) , i n c l u d i n g the last one 
devoted to the b u r i a l ceremony i n M e h r i n g ' s absence. 
I n these sections the au thor ia l voice tends to become very i n -
sistent. 3 U n d o u b t e d l y , that cannot be avoided when a con-
versation or ig ina l ly he ld i n a n A f r i c a n language is rendered i n 
correct E n g l i s h . 4 M o r e o v e r , the tone of assured omniscience 
is problemat ic i n the l o n g passages deal ing w i t h the recon-
struct ion of I n d i a n psychology. E v e n more annoy ing are the 
instances w h e n the text explains the obvious, apparent ly for the 
benefit of the n a ï v e i m p l i e d reader outside Sou th A f r i c a . T h u s , i n 
section V , the au thor ia l voice expatiates u p o n Jacobus 's posi t ion 
at a stage w h e n such comment has become quite superfluous: 
" . . . half on the side of authori ty . . . he earned his privileges by 
that author i ty a n d also protected them against its sources" ( 3 3 ) . 
T h i s voice can s imi la r ly intervene i n a pa t ron iz ing , knowledgeable 
w a y : 
T h e baby's hair was reddish, the usual symptom of nutri t ional 
deficiency when infants become too old to be satisfied by the 
breast and are given mealie porridge instead. (37) 
For tuna te ly such g l a r ing examples do not occur very often. 
A shift i n tense occurs i n the last passage quoted. T h a t shift to 
a general present is a useful s tar t ing point for a discussion of 
G o r d i m e r ' s use of the present tense i n The Conservationist. T h e 
present tense is used i n a l l its customary ways : direct speech; 
general truths i n the fo rm of interpolated phrases, sentences or 
longer descriptive passages such as M e h r i n g ' s experiences of 
t rave l l ing (first pa ragraph 146) a n d the presentation of life i n 
the loca t ion ( 8 4 - 8 5 ) . 5 T h e narrat ive present — fair ly unusual i n 
Eng l i sh — here appears systematically i n a l l the episodes that 
show M e h r i n g i n his relationships w i t h the fa rm. These b u i l d up 
what can be ca l led the chronologica l development of the p lo t : 
discovery of the corpse ( I ) , fa in t ing fit face downwards ( V I ) , 
visit of the ne ighbour ing fami ly ( V I I ) , assessment of the damage 
done by the fire ( X I I I ) , S u n d a y w i t h his son T e r r y ( X V I ) , 
Chr i s tmas day ( X X ) , N e w Year ' s E v e alone ( X X I ) , tree-
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p lan t ing ( X X I I I ) , re turn to the f a r m after the flood a n d re-
emergence of the body ( X X V ) . M o r e o v e r the present tense even 
occurs i n a l l the passages w h e n M e h r i n g is d r i v i n g to a n d f rom 
the f a rm, i n c l u d i n g the last but one section ( X X V I ) w h e n , 
r a v i n g about the corpse, he picks up a g i r l h i tch-h iker . 6 A f t e r they 
have stopped i n a p lan ta t ion , a n d he finds himself faced by a 
thug or a mine detective, i t becomes impossible to decide w h a t 
actual ly happens or wha t belongs to imag ina t ion , since real i ty a n d 
phantasm coalesce i n a f r ightening present. 
I n fact this psychological deteriorat ion has begun m u c h earlier, 
a n d a close read ing reveals that some other scenes have been 
entirely i m a g i n a r y : for instance, the direct speech conversations 
on the phone w i t h two different persons ( 2 2 0 - 2 2 ) are sheer 
inventions on his par t , 7 as w e l l as the love-making i n the f a r m -
house w i t h A n t o n i a ( 2 4 8 ) since she never actual ly entered it. B u t 
most of a l l , the phantasms about the corpse p lay havoc w i t h 
M e h r i n g ' s psyche. E v e n though he apparent ly refrained f rom 
look ing at the body on its second appearance, wha t Jacobus t o ld 
h i m triggers his imag ina t i on : 
Whether the old devi l really said "nose" or whether the picture 
of the thing is growing w i t h not being able not to think about it, 
whether the detail has been added — enough. ( 251 ) 
I n reality M e h r i n g is shown to be fighting against obsessions 
that began i n the first section, as soon as he turned his back o n the 
corpse: " B e h i n d them he is l y i n g alone on his face" ( 1 6 ) . I n 
wha t might be read as factual observation, the adjective " a lone" 
clearly betrays a subjective react ion. T h i s process of ident i f icat ion 
w i l l be conf i rmed later by such phrases as "the poor d e v i l " ( 2 8 ) 
a n d by the episode of his fa in t ing fit: "the s i tuat ion . . . seems to 
be something already inhab i ted i n i m a g i n a t i o n " (41 ) . F r o m that 
moment the dead m a n w i l l never let go of h i m as the tense-
sequence conspicuously reveals here: " A s i f no th ing h a d ever 
happened ; as if there never has been — is not — someone dead, 
d o w n there" ( 4 2 ) . I n consequence M e h r i n g ' s walks i nva r i ab ly 
lead h i m to the th i rd pasture ( 7 5 ) , i m a g i n i n g the m a n " F a c e 
d o w n w a r d under the m u d somewhere" ( 79 ) , "b lackened , " " h a r d -
ened" ( 110) after the fire, or devoured by the ants ( 2 0 0 ) . T h e 
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presence becomes more a n d more insistent, concrete, u n t i l M e h -
r i n g hears the m a n t a lk ing to h i m i n direct speech : " Y e s , master, 
the skelms f rom the loca t ion got me, just l ike the po l i ceman said. 
Those blacks hi t me on the head . . . " ( 180 ) . S imi l a r l y , w h e n 
the farmer sinks in to the m u d of the t h i rd pasture, he feels first 
" A soft co ld black h a n d " a n d then "it 's just as i f someone has 
both arms tightly r o u n d the leg . . . d o w n there, he's pu l led and 
p u l l e d " ( 2 2 8 ) . T h e reappearance of the corpse intensifies M e h -
ring's frenzied visions, a l though he sti l l battles against them. I n 
section X X V I the horr if ied negat ion "no , n o " recurs more than 
twenty times, so that this excellent dr iver , losing his grasp on 
reality, no longer realizes the mean ing of the green light at the 
intersection. 
F r o m now on , a l l the forces that tend to paralyse h i m crystallize 
r o u n d the image of the disappeared nose: "Recogn ized by the 
shoes a n d apparent ly what 's left of a face, w i t h the — that's 
e n o u g h ! " ( 2 4 9 ) a n d " W h a t ' s left of a face w i t h a — no, no. Let ' s 
not hear the story" ( 2 5 0 ) . These obsessions, i n each case inter-
rupted by the censor, somewhat bla tant ly suggest a fear of castra-
t ion , of impotence, a l l the more so since they serve as a frame for 
a long disquis i t ion on his o w n penis ( 2 4 9 - 5 0 ) . I n other words, 
the corpse forcefully represents the return of repressed elements 
in to the present, i n conjunc t ion w i t h M e h r i n g ' s various feelings of 
gui l t . T h u s the fear of exposure after the sexual da l ly ing w i t h the 
g i r l o n the plane ("one i m m i g r a n t g i r l i n a city ful l of g i r l s . . . 
she is there somewhere a l l the t ime" [194]) surfaces suddenly 
w i t h the appearance of his friend's daughter : "it 's m e : don' t you 
k n o w m e ? " ( 1 9 4 ) . I n the same way the g i r l h i tch-hiker he picks 
u p for the second t ime ( " I knew it was you . I 've seen you before," 
she says [ 2 5 4 ] ) , us ing the same words as Jacobus leading h i m to 
the corpse: " C o m e — she says — C o m e a n d look" ( 2 5 7 ) . 8 E v e n -
tual ly he imagines himself being discovered a n d exposed w i t h 
that g i r l , hear ing exclamations that directly echo those about the 
corpse: " C o m e . C o m e a n d look, they're a l l saying . . . It's M e h -
r ing , d o w n there" ( 2 6 5 ) . T h e identif icat ion is thus complete, so 
m u c h so that early critics bel ieved the last section described M e h -
ring's bu r i a l . 
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A character so persistently haunted by his o w n past can be 
expected to have the greatest difficulty i n experiencing, a n d even 
envisaging, a positive future. F o r example his o r ig ina l designs 
concern ing A n t o n i a never ma te r i a l i zed : the f a r m h a d been 
bought as " a place to b r i n g a w o m a n " ( 4 2 ; 4 7 ) . B u t "she never 
ever came to the house" ( 6 9 ) , u n t i l she told h i m , us ing a past 
tense: " that was a beautiful p lace" ( 1 0 4 ) . S i m i l a r l y M e h r i n g ' s 
unconscious repeatedly gives h i m the lie whenever he th inks he 
has done w i t h the corpse, whi le his son brings h i m no reassurance 
either. M e h r i n g suspects h i m of being a homosexual a n d of want -
ing to stay i n the U n i t e d States to avo id conscr ipt ion : " T h e f a r m 
— w h o else is a f a r m for, but a son — doesn't interest h i m . . . " 
( 100 ) , least of a l l t ree-plant ing ( 146 ) . Since M e h r i n g has dis-
covered a passion for such an act ivi ty , he is forced to fa l l back on 
phantasies w i t h Jacobus : " O h it w i l l be m a n y years before these 
have any nuts. Y o u a n d I w i l l be o ld men , Jacobus — " ( 2 2 4 ) , 
or to imagine directions g iven to future guests: " T u r n r ight w h e n 
y o u come to the b i g chestnut trees" ( 2 2 5 ) . B u t actual ly these 
Spanish trees appear doomed f rom the start. T h e i r roots s t i l l 
carry soil f rom Europe , whereas the nat ive roots i n the pit "don ' t 
y i e l d " ( 2 2 6 ) w h e n he pulls at them, so that i n the end "the two 
sma l l trees . . . s tand l ike branches ch i ld ren have stuck i n sand to 
make a 'garden ' that w i l l wi ther i n an h o u r " (226 ) . M e h r i n g can 
joke about them i n an imag ined conversation w i t h A n t o n i a : " I ' m 
p lan t ing E u r o p e a n chestnuts for the blacks to use as firewood 
after they've taken o v e r — " ( 2 2 3 ) , but his apparent ly offhand 
tone nevertheless betrays his fear of the future. 9 I n fact A n t o n i a ' s 
warnings r ing incessantly i n his m i n d : " N o one ' l l remember 
where you're b u r i e d " recurs five t imes . 1 0 H e tries to par ry them 
w i t h pieces of wishful th ink ing , such as his i l lusory c o m m u n i o n 
w i t h the f a r m : " H e ' s at one w i t h it as an ancestor at one w i t h his 
o w n ear th" ( 1 6 1 ) . B u t i ron ica l ly , the only part of h i m to be 
bur ied there w i l l be a t u r d ( 2 1 1 ) , wh i l e the de lud ing v is ion of 
himself as an ancestor seems very fragile as opposed to the ten 
fragments of the Reve rend H e n r y Ca l l a wa y ' s The Religious Sys-
tem of the Amazulu. F o r m i n g a significant counterpoint to the 
m a i n themes of the novel , they begin w i t h prayers for the sending 
of harvest a n d ch i ld ren ( 3 9 ; 61) and , after record ing some i n -
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conclusive actions ( 8 3 ; 9 3 ; 113) , refer back to the ancestors a n d 
the origins ( 1 6 3 ; 1 9 3 ; 2 1 3 ) , describe drought a n d flood ( 2 2 9 ) 
to end on a v is ion of a n unin te r rupted Une of ancestors a n d c h i l -
d ren ( 2 4 7 ) . E a c h fragment can be read as an i ron i ca l c rypt ic 
comment on the fo l lowing section, wh i l e the overa l l sequence 
suggests an endless cycUcal re turn of abundance a n d offspring, i n 
a way the last section i m p l i c i t l y denies to M e h r i n g . 
Indeed, at that stage, he no longer appears as an active pres-
ence, but as a hu r r i ed voice on the telephone — hence the use of 
the past tense for the narra t ive . M o r e o v e r the ritual meet ing-
poin t w i t h his friends has d w i n d l e d into "that place where the 
whites once cooked mea t " ( 2 6 6 ) . O n the contrary the Af r i cans 
have taken the in i t ia t ive , so that the text m a i n l y consists of sen-
tences where proper names or groups of people are the subjects of 
d y n a m i c verbs. T h e b u r i a l ceremony, described w i t h such terms 
as "p rope r ly , " "decent ," "appoin ted spot," "perfect h a r m o n y , " 
develops as a c o m m u n a l affair i n c l u d i n g people f rom the locat ion , 
some members f rom the loca l Z i o n chu rch a n d a gift f rom the 
I n d i a n shopkeeper. 
There was no ch i ld of his present but their chi ldren were there to 
live after h i m . T h e y had put h i m away to rest, at last; he had 
come back. H e took possession of this earth, theirs, one of them. 
(267) 
T h u s the appeased tone of the conc lud ing lines unambiguous ly 
contrasts w i t h the quasi-childless a n d rootless M e h r i n g i n their 
serene i m p l i c a t i o n of a future that promises the Af r i cans posterity 
a n d legit imate possession of the l and . 
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location by two f a r m chi ldren, but the shift i n the tenses is not easy to 
account for (84-5) . 
6 T h e narrative present appears occasionally i n The Late Bourgeois World, 
Burger's Daughter, Something Out There, A Sport of Nature; and signifi-
cantly in the last chapter of July's People, J . M . Coetzee uses it in " T h e 
V i e t n a m Project" (Dusklands), i n In the Heart of the Country and 
Waiting for the Barbarians, so that more generally i t might be associated 
w i t h the new apocalyptic trend i n South A f r i c a n fiction. 
7 " T h e telephone answering device has twice recorded an attempt to reach 
h i m through a personal service overseas c a l l " (220) . Start ing from this, 
M e h r i n g imagines a conversation w i t h T e r r y and his mother ("not impos-
sible at this juncture" [220] ) , and later w i t h A n t o n i a : " i t w o u l d be crazy 
to suppose the cal l might even have been y o u " ( 2 2 0 ) . 
8 C f . 13; 245; 246. 
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appears twice very early: 11 ; 20. 
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